Fetal anasarca (Hydrops foetalis) associated with lymphoid tissue agenesis possibly due to an autosomal recessive gene defect in sheep.
Fourteen hydrops fetalis cases appeared in a sheep flock in the Soria province of Central Spain in two lambing seasons in 2000. There were no previous cases of hydrops fetalis in this flock. Normal delivery could not be completed because fetal weights ranged from 12 to 16 kg and fetuses had massive subcutaneous edema. Five affected pregnant females were studied. The complete lack of lymph nodes in the fetuses was the most outstanding finding, this anomaly likely being the origin of generalized fluid accumulation. Karyotypes were normal. A blind protocol of parentage testing was performed by means of DNA microsatellite analysis, and one of the five existing rams was found to be the only compatible sire of the affected fetuses. This male had been selected from the same flock while the other rams had all been acquired from other farms. The first cases appeared when this ram began breeding, and no cases were observed after replacing it. Male and female fetuses were affected in similar proportions. The existence of a recessive allele affecting normal lymph node embryonic development in this flock is proposed as the most appropriate hypothesis. As a consequence, the use of rams from different farms is indicated as an efficient emergency measure in similar situations, while the affected flock should be excluded from selection programs as long as the anomalous gene remains unidentified.